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Preface


This book is written with the fundamental belief that the more you know about counselling before you start, the more you will gain from it. When you are in counselling, the greater the understanding you have of the process, the more you will get out of it.


However, you may be wary of counselling. We often fear what we do not know, or have no experience of. If you have a problem with your car, you visit a mechanic; a problem with your waste disposal, you call in a plumber. If you are experiencing emotional difficulties, why not go for counselling?


This book aims to demystify counselling; to demonstrate what could take place within the privacy of the counselling room. The principal theme is that you, the client, have a crucial part to play in what happens. Indeed everything hinges on the interaction between you and your counsellor, for without you there would be no counselling. Thus one theme that runs all the way through the book is that of partnership, and that means you and your counsellor working closely together.


Counsellors specialise in working with people who are experiencing emotional difficulties. Going for counselling does not mean that you are weak-willed. Neither does it mean that you are mentally ill. What it does mean is that you have hit a patch in your life where your normal coping skills do not seem strong enough to see you through. Counsellors often need counselling too.


Stress, bereavement, relationship difficulties and depression are some of the common problems for which an increasing number of people seek counselling. Others may not have any specific problem or difficulty, and choose counselling as one way of getting to know themselves. Over the years we have become used to such terms as self-awareness, self-actualisation and personal growth. What all of these, and the many techniques connected with them, have in common, is more understanding of what makes us tick.


Not all counselling is problem-centred. Getting to know yourself – gaining insight – is an essential part of any counselling, though this does not mean that at the end of counselling you will know yourself thoroughly. Becoming more self-aware is a lifetime process. Counselling can help you know more about your personality, the way you relate to people, your strengths and weaknesses, the way you think, feel and behave, and introduce you to ways in which you can develop strategies to manage your life more effectively.


Counselling can bring rewards in many areas of life. Personal and work relationships can take on new meaning. It can help you to become more understanding of yourself and other people. You may find or develop strengths that have lain dormant. You may find you have a greater ability to solve problems and deal with stress more effectively. Many people who have engaged in counselling speak positively of their increased ability to listen with understanding to others.


Your reasons for becoming a client may be any of these suggested, or it may be something known only to you. Whatever the reason, counselling involves change. It can change not only your life, but your relationships with others. Maybe it is the prospect of change that holds you back, but change can be exciting and stimulating. Counselling is one way of helping you make positive changes in your life, rather than feel helpless to influence your future.


May your journey through counselling prove to be exciting, stimulating and fruitful, and may the experience prove to be beneficial not only to you but also other people whose lives you touch.


ANGELA WRITES


William and I had both worked as counsellors for many years when I came to a point in my life at which I needed someone to counsel me. Being a counsellor does not protect anyone from having problems or difficulties for which they need help, and I was fortunate to find in William a counsellor who not only shared my understanding and approach to people and their needs, but also had skills, warmth and sensitivity to my way of being.


After our work together as counsellor and client had been completed, I was delighted to accept William’s invitation to collaborate on this book, the purpose of which is to demystify the process of counselling and make it accessible to you, the reader.


Our brief is to encompass the core experience of being a client, to enable you to gain maximum benefit from the process, and to help you work with your counsellor to develop awareness and essential life skills. Our training and work as counsellors over the years, our personal experience of receiving counselling, and our learning from our clients inform the text. It is not always easy to decide to enter counselling; it may feel like entering a maze to find or choose a counsellor, and it may be even more difficult to know what to expect from the experience.


If you are considering counselling we hope this book will address your hopes and fears, answer your queries and enable you to use your own resources to achieve your goals. Above all we hope you will gain an understanding of the most essential part of the process, namely the relationship between you, the client, and your counsellor.


William Stewart and Angela Martin
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Deciding if You Want Counselling


If I keep from meddling with people, they take care of themselves,
If I keep from commanding people, they behave themselves,
If I keep from preaching at people, they improve themselves,
If I keep from imposing on people, they become themselves.


M. Friedman1


The aim of this chapter is to help you decide if counselling is for you. You may be experiencing some difficulty in your life, possibly a problematic relationship, or perhaps you have reached a crossroad in your life and would like to talk through the options with someone who is not involved. The counselling partnership will help you focus on what you want and how to work towards achieving your goal.



DEFINING COUNSELLING



There are many definitions of what counselling is. Simply, it is a working relationship in which clients are helped to explore what is happening in their lives, and through the relationship to work towards living life with greater well-being which empowers them to take control of the direction of their life.


Not every person who uses counselling skills is designated a ‘counsellor’. We can distinguish two broad groups of people who use counselling skills:


•   people who are called counsellors, who engage in counselling as a distinct occupation


•   and others who use counselling skills as part of their other skills.


Doctors and nurses are examples of professionals who use counselling skills as part of their repertoire of skills.



Making use of counselling



Counselling will help you make some sense out of confusion, choice from conflict and sense out of nonsense. Counselling will help you discover resources hitherto not recognised and helps you put those resources to work on your own behalf. Whatever the focus in counselling, it must always be on your needs, and any action taken must always be your decision.


You may use the counselling relationship to:


•   deal with developmental issues


•   address and resolve specific problems


•   make decisions


•   cope with crises


•   develop personal insights and knowledge


•   work through feelings of inner conflict


•   improve relationships with others


•   learn new life skills and techniques.


Counselling is entered into of your own free will and is a specific arrangement between you and the counsellor. In the majority of instances, you become a client to a full-time counsellor who has no other role.



WORKING WITH YOUR UNIQUE SELF



One of the fundamental principles of counselling is that of respect for, and acceptance of, the uniqueness of each person. Whoever you are, whatever your background, problems, life-style, status or behaviour, you will be respected and accepted. Of course there may be many similarities between what two people present to a counsellor, but the essence of the counselling relationship is that the counsellor responds to you as a unique person, and will not try to fit you into some predetermined mould or pattern.


Working with your counsellor in a partnership


In several places we refer to this point – that counselling is a partnership. It could be argued that the doctor/patient relationship is a partnership, but that is true only to a limited extent, for various reasons. The role of the doctor is to diagnose and then prescribe. The doctor has other functions, of course, and some doctors do listen very attentively to their patients, and some are excellent counsellors, but counselling is not their main function. It is also true that for the prescribed treatment to work you, the patient, have a vital part to play. You must have faith in the doctor and his diagnosis and you must be willing to accept the treatment prescribed.


Unlike medicine, diagnosing does not play an essential role in counselling. Diagnosis consists of observation, an essential facet of counselling, but it also implies examination by questions, applying preconceived principles and criteria, and a process of elimination. Successful treatment is dependent on accurate diagnosis, and cannot start until that process is completed. In most counselling approaches the word ‘treatment’ is not used and the process starts immediately, as counsellor and client begin to interact. Similarly, most counsellors will not concentrate on minute history-taking, preferring to build up the picture over time as the essential details are revealed.


Working in partnership towards insight


Partnership has an entirely different meaning from treatment, which is why it is an appropriate word to apply to counselling. First, partnership implies equality, a relationship of equals. You may wonder how this can apply to counselling, where the counsellor is a professional and you are not. While this is true, it is not the whole truth.


In a business partnership, say of three people, you may have an accounts person, a computer person and a front person. They all have different skills, yet they are equal partners. In hospitals there are teams, where each person – doctor, nurse, physiotherapist, occupational therapist – all contribute to the partnership. Just so in counselling.


While the counsellor has an important part to play, he or she would not be in that role if you, the client, were not there. The counsellor’s role is to:


•   listen


•   take in what you say


•   process it


•   and then reflect what you have said, in such a way that your understanding is increased and you work towards greater insight to help you achieve whatever your goal is.


Your role is, in many ways, similar to that of the counsellor. If you do not listen, take in, reflect and process what the counsellor is saying, then the counselling process will grind to a halt. That is why counselling is a partnership.



ENHANCING YOUR SELF-ESTEEM THROUGH COUNSELLING



Many people who have difficulties – in whatever area of life, be it work or at a personal level – suffer from damaged self-esteem. Many different life experiences damage self-esteem. Quite often low self-esteem results from relationships at a young age, where parents and those in positions of authority continually undermine the developing child, often by comments that put the child down and reinforce the feeling of low worth. Children who grow up with a healthy self-esteem are often more able in later life to suffer the knocks of living. The counselling relationship will encourage you to repair damaged self-esteem for here, where you are free from judgement and criticism, you are able to start to respect yourself.


Sorting out confused feelings


If you are emotionally confused, counselling will help you make some sense out of confusion; choice from conflict and sense out of nonsense. Counselling will help you discover resources which you have hitherto not recognised, and help you put those resources to work for your benefit. The overall aim of counselling is an improvement in your well-being, in that you are more able to take control of the direction of your life. Whatever the focus in counselling, it must always be on your needs, and any action taken must always be your decision. If counselling is to be successful, the counsellor must depend, for the most part, on your own potential for growth.


Counselling is not a panacea


Counselling is not a cure for all of life’s ills. Indeed many difficulties cannot be cured, but finding hidden resources can help to make the wheels of your life run more smoothly.




Some common myths about counselling


•   Counselling is simply being a good listener.


•   Counselling lasts for years.


•   Counselling is only for rich people.


•   Counsellors are only interested in sex.


•   I have to tell the counsellor all my secrets.


•   Counselling is only giving advice.


•   If I go for counselling, I must be sick.


•   Counselling is just being friendly.


•   The counsellor will psychoanalyse me.


•   Counselling will exploit my weaknesses.


•   Counsellors are just well-meaning do-gooders.


•   Counsellors are playing at being psychiatrists.


•   Counsellors have to be perfect before they can help other people.


•   Counsellors tell people what they should do.


•   Counsellors solve other people’s problems.


•   Counselling will take responsibility away from me.


Some truths about counselling


•   Counselling can help you unblock your feelings.


•   Counselling can help you to understand yourself better.


•   Counselling is a two-way process.


•   Counselling can be brief or long-term.


•   People of all types and ages go for counselling.


•   Counselling can increase your self-confidence.


•   Whatever your problem, counselling can help you deal with it.


•   Counselling can help you take charge of your life.


•   It takes courage to go for counselling.


•   Counsellors also have difficulties in their lives.


•   Your counsellor will not tell you what to do.


•   Your strengths are important in counselling.


•   Counselling can help you to build your self-esteem.


•   Counselling can improve your relationships.


•   Counselling can enable you to manage stress.


•   Counselling will help you to set and achieve goals.


•   Counselling can help you solve your own problems.





Fig. 1. Myths and truths about counselling.


The counsellor will not solve your problems. The counsellor is there to help clarify and facilitate, and assist you to find an acceptable solution to your own problems. Neither is the counsellor’s goal to make you better adjusted to society. The counsellor is there for you, not as an agent of society which would have implications of conformity and compliance which most counsellors would certainly not agree to.


There are many professionals, such as probation officers, police officers, social services workers, who do use counselling skills and are agents of society. Theirs is a special relationship which holds respect for, and acceptance of, their client, yet at the same time they are of necessity operating within the constraints and requirements of authority.



IDENTIFYING WHY COUNSELLING IS NOT ADVICE-GIVING



Advice frequently means telling people what they should do or ought to do, and this has no place in counselling. The counsellor will help you look at what is possible, and will not tell you what you should do. That would be the counsellor taking control rather than you gaining control.


The counsellor who answers the question ‘What would you advise me to do?’ with ‘What ideas have you had?’ is helping you to realise that you have a part to play in seeking an answer. They help you take responsibility for finding a solution that feels right for you.


Advice is often appropriate in crises; at times when your thoughts and feelings seem stunned by the event. At times like these the counsellor will exercise greater caution than when you are fully responsive and responsible. Advice offered and accepted when in crisis, and then acted upon, could prove to be if not ‘bad advice’, not totally appropriate to meet your needs. When you are under stress you are vulnerable. For all of those reasons, counsellors are wary about responding to a request for advice.


However, it is sometimes very difficult not to offer advice. If you are stressed, for example, the counsellor may advise you on how to relax, and what steps to take to reduce stress levels. Even though the ‘advice’ might be ‘good’, the choice is always yours.



Offering reassurance is not counselling’s role



Counsellors will try not to offer reassurance. Unwarranted, false reassurances are a violation of respect, for they are an attempt to diminish the problem in the eyes of the other person. The mere fact that the counsellor is taking time to help you explore the problem, and is creating a climate conducive to foster exploration, is adequate reassurance. The sort of reassurance that is empty and meaningless is ‘It will all work out right, don’t worry.’ If you have been on the receiving end of this type of comment, when your world seems as if the bottom has dropped out of it, you will know the feelings of frustration they generate in you.


Unenlightened people attempt to relieve other people’s anxiety by trying to prove to them that things are not as bad as they think. Inappropriate verbal reassurances stifle any further meaningful discussion, leaving you feeling not listened to. Counsellors know how essential it is that you experience the depths of your feelings in order to work through them towards understanding and insight.
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